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ABSTRACT | ‘ |
’ X cognitive appzaisai of threat is baligvea to
intervene betwveen the appearance of a stressful stimulus and a stress
reaction to the stimulus. The effect of a ®rational® treatment on the
appraisal of threat is investigated. Five groups of 13 college
h students each heard one of five treatment orientations before viewing
slides showing the victiss of antomobile accidents. Subjects vere
. divided 'into the following treatment groups: rational,
content-denial, mystification, suppression, and control., While
‘subjects vieved the slides, their heart rates and endosomatic skin
potentials were monitorsd and self-reports of distress were obtained.
L measure of avoidant behavior was obtained after the slide: )
presentation. The results of the gelf~report measure indicated that
the Frational¥ and "suppressiocn® treatsents led to- significantly
lovwer self-reports of distress than the other condltions. This
suggests that *rational"® treatment is effective in alts:ing the
appraisal of threat. These findings were not supported by
physiological and behavioral measures. gLutharfJL )

\

5

*t Dazuaen+s arqnireé hy ﬁRIC‘iﬁciuae gany inf@rsal unpuhlisheﬁ *
% 'materiils not ‘gvailable from other sources.  ERIC makes every effort *
*-to obtain. the best copy available. Hgve:thglass. items of marginal *
*-reproducibility are often encountered and this affécts the quality *
"% 'of the xsicrofiche and hardcopy: reproductions ERIC makes available: *°
% yia the TRIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS} . EDBS is not :*
&

* - *
*: 2

‘responsible for the quality of the: ‘oxiginal ﬂa:nﬂént..ﬁepreéﬂctiﬂns
snpplie& hy EDES are ‘the best that can he nnae from the arigiﬁaliv




\ U.5. GEFARTHEMT OF DEALTH,
' ECUCATIGH & WELFARE

HATIONAL IRSTITUTE OF
EOUCATION

o
| X
e THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPFO-
DUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FHOM
i“‘&; THE PERLON GR ORGAHIZATION ORIGIN-
i : ' ATING 1T POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS
:["57 A Y - STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRE-
. SENT OFFIC(AL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
—
[

EOUCAT'OM POSITION OR POLICY

The Experimental Reduction of Stress Reaction
by Cognitive Manipulatiocn

John L. Buck

Jon G, Allen

Thomas McCanne
Northern IT1linois University

Presented at Midwestern Psyéhg1egicai Association
Chicago, May 6-8, 1976

o1t 2

\‘\ : ) B . ' el i .

ERIC -

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

-



The Experimental Reduction of Stress Reaction by Cognitive Manipulation

Lazarus (1965) proposed a theory of stress and coping in which cognitive
appraisals play a central role. A tugnitiVé aépra?sa? of threat presumably pre-
cedes every stress reaction. This appraisal process includes a primary appraisal

~ 4n which the potential for harm is assessed, a secondary appra1%a1 in which the
availability of coping methods is evaluated and tertiary appraisals in which the
effectiveness of on-going ceping efforts 1s monitored. If the situation is
evaluated as potentially harmful and no appropriate coping strategies are avail-
ab?eg 2 stress reaction will occur. According to Lazarus, such stress reactions
occur, in three modes: negatively-toned affects (e.g., depressicn 6r anger), be-
havioral action-tendencies (e.g., attack or flight) and physiological changes.

Lazarus' framework can be used to interpret a large number of research find-
inés (see Buck, 1975). Several studies (e.g., Spiesman, Lazarus, Mordkoff &
Dévisen; 1964; Lazarus & Alfert, 1964; Lazarus, Opton, Nomikos & Rankin, 1965) ,
including the present effort, have attempited to directly ﬁaﬁipufaté the appraisal
process. Such studies have utilized the "short-circuiting of threat" péradigm,
in which groups of subjects are giﬁen different pre-stimulus orientations before
the presentation of stressful stimuli. Examples of stressful stimuli are fiims
or slides depicting either fatal automobile accidents, crude circumcision rituals,
or industrial accidents. As these stimuli are p“esented self-report, behaviﬁra1,
and/or physiological measures are taken. Bifferences among groups in their reac-
tions to the stressful stimuli are assumed to relate to differences in their cog-
nitive appraisals of the stimuli.

A variety afvpreistimujus~ﬁriéntatiqns have been used. In the earliest 7
studies, the pre-stimulus ariéntaticns were based on ego-defense theory. For .
example, in a "reaction formation" orientation, Spiesman, Lazarus, Mordkoff and
Davison {1964) told subjects that adolescents undergoing a crude genita? operation
actually enjayed the procedure. In later studies, psychotherapeutic procedures -
served as the basis for the pre-stimulus orientations. For instance, Folkins,

~ Lawsom, Gﬁiéh & Lazarus, (1968) used systematic desensitization and its compon-
ents as pre-fi?m orientations. 7 |

-~ The use of psychotherapeutic pracedures as the basis for pre stimu]us arien—
tatians has" fntui*ive appeai When psychotherapy serves to reduce maTaéaptive
stress- reactions, 1t may do so by altering the client's appraisals of the envirann"

B ment§ In other words, changes in cognitive appraisals of threat may be the_cqre_ﬁ _
of many therapeutic changes. By deriving pre-stimulus arientétions from péychgtherapygj
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the "short-cirguiting of threat" paradigm can serve as both an éna]ngue method
for studying psychotherapeutic approaches and as a method for investigating the
appraisal process. y '

The present study was undertaken to investigate the efFF§t1¥ene25 of an orien-
tation based on Rational Emotive Therapy (RET) in reducing the cognitive appraisal
of threat. . ) o

| Method | |

Sixty-five male subjects heard one of five prestimulus orientations before
viewing slides showing the victims of fatal automobile accidents. In pretesting,
these ten accident’ slides had been chosen from a larger group of slides because
they were rated as highly distressing. During the experimeént, each slide was .
exposed. for eight seconds and there was an eight-second inter-slide interval.
Self-reported distress, heart rate and ga1vanic-sk{n potential were monitored
throughout the slide presentation. A behavioral measure was taken after the ten
s1ides had been viewed. - “

&xperimenta] ‘manipulations. , :

Each subject heard one of five pre- 511de Drientat1ons One orientation was
derived from RET. In this “rat1ana]" orientation, suh;ec&s were told that they
should not be d1stressed by the slides because it is ?rrat{an31 to identify strungiy
with the p1;tured victims, These subjects were r9m1néed that viewing the slides
in no way increased the likelihood that they would be killed in a car accident.

Two types of "denial" orientations were used. Thé “content-denial” orien-
tation encauraged subjects to appraise the 511des in a manner which distorted
the content of the pictures. Subjects in the content=denial group were told
that they should not be distressed by the slides because the victims themselves
were probably respansib1e for the accidents and that the victims experienced
little pain because the accidents occurred so rapidly. The other denial orien-
tation was called the "affect denial" treatment. In this condition, subjects were
told that Qbserving accident victims led to positive Feeiiﬁés of exhilaration,
rather than to negative feelings of distress. This arientation 1nva1ved a denfal
of the expected affect1ve response to the slides. S

- A fourth ar1entat1on was called "suppress1an " This orientaticn 1nstructed
subjects to prevent themselves from becoming distressed by the slides through
any Strategy except inattention to the slides. It should be noted that this
“suppressien“ treatment 1s not simply a no-treatment condition. Pgople prnbab1y
have personaiized strategies for altering their appraisals. They may be mare
TikejQ to utilize these strategies ifyéncéuraged to d@'SQ_
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Subjeefs in the ﬁg¥treatmént control gréup were simply told that em@tiénéi
veactions have affective and;physiological components. They were not Enccuraged'
_to adopt any particular appraisal. ' ) '
_ A11 sets of instructions provided the same information about the slides and
the wordings of the orientations were equated as much as possible. .The "deman&
characteristics“ [(Orne, 1962) were maximized for all treatments except the no-
treatment cantraT conditions. '
Based on the proported effectiveness of Rational Emotive Therapy (E11is, 1962),’
the rational group was expected to be most effective 1n altering the threat apprai-
- sals., Thus, 1t was hy@aﬁhesized that the rational treatment would lead to a Tower
stress reaction than the other treatments. ' ' R
. Dependent measures. | e
-Self-report measure. After each of the ten accident slides, subjects rated
their level of distress on a scale Fangﬁng from one (not-at- a1l distressing) ta
seven (extremely d1stre551ng;
Physiological measures Heart rate and gaTvan1c skin patent1al were monitored
‘using standard equ1pment and standapé»é1ectrade p:acements Galvanic skin pgtenﬁ
~ tial was monitored because Miller (IQE?) has suggestad that, for this measure. the.
magnitude of the tonic response is related to cognitive actif1td ‘and the nuiber cf
pha51c responses correlates with emotional responding. ‘
7 Behavioral measure. Hlear the end of the expariment, each subject was ‘asked
to rank three additional slides in order of “distre551ngnéss“!asten51b.y for use
in later research. He was then given the manual controls of the slide projector .
' and 1n$ﬁructed to inform the exéeriﬁenteﬁ when he had _made a éecision The exper; |

siide to the subgect S 1ndicat1an that he had made a deeisiav
Past—exper*menta? gquestionnaire. Studies of this type have rarely included _

an assessment of the effectiveness of the experimental manipulations. In the oo

present study, an attempt was made to assess how much the pté =stimulus orienta- = ;

tion influenced the sub;ectsﬁ tiinking during the slide presentation. Subjects
~rated seven statements as to their similarity to what they were thinking while g‘

viewing the slides. Four of the statements were derived from the rational,

content déniai, and affect‘deniaT ar%enfatiéns In add%tian;’eacﬁ subject rated

Rnsuits .'
The centra1 hypothesis of the study was that the RET-based arientatian would
-be mare effec*1ve than the other treatments in a1ter1ng the threat app?aisai
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Thus, compared to the other.groups, the rational group wa§ expected to exhibit
lTower "distress" ratings, lower heart-rate scores, fewer skin-potential phas1c
‘respcnses, and less avoidance behavior. ;

The results of the analysis of the self-report data are presented in Table 1.
The outcome of a post hoc analysis of the treatment effect is shown in'Table 2.
The rational (i.e., RET-based) group had the lowest level of self-reported "dis-
tress" and was significantly lower than the content denial, affect denial, and
no-treatment control groups, but the rational group did not differ significantly
from the suppression group. Inspection of the ten trial means for the seif-
report measure suggested that the significant trials effect was due to differences
in the contents of the slides rather than a pattern of habituation. :

For the physiological measures, there was a significant effect for trials
but no significant treatment effect. -For the behavioral measure, the effect gf
the treatments failed to reach stat1st1ca1 _significance.

The results of the post- exper1mentai quest1onna1re 1nc1ude some 1mpartant
findings. In this questionnaire, subgectsvrated statements as to th2ir similarity
to what they were'thinking while viewing the slides. It was expected that the

content denial, mystificétion and rational groups would give significantly
higher ratings to those statements which corresponded to their particular pre- '
slide orientations. A one-way analysis of variance wés compﬁted for -each item
to determine the effect of the treatments upon the‘ratings. As shoyﬁ in Table 3,
the rationaT'tfeatment was associated with significantly higher ratings far the
“appropriate (i.e., rational) item. However, the content denial and affect denial
groups did not give siénificaht1y higher rating to their respective items. “In
addition, compared to any other group,- the content denial group rated its pre-
slide orientation as sign1f1cant1y less reasonable.

' v ‘Discussion

The results of the self-report measure suggest that the rational treatment
was more effective in reducing threat appraisals than either type of denial orien-
tation or .the control condition. However, the rational orientation was not more
effective than a treatment which encouraged the subject to choose his own strategy
for altering his appra14315 The differences between the rational and the two
denial groups cannot be attr1buted to differences in demand characteristics (Orne,
1962). In all three sets of treatment 1nstrpcticnsﬁ it was strongly implied that
the experimenter expected the subject to repért Tow distress ratings UnexpecfedTy,
the suppress1an group aTso had sign1f1eant]y lower scores than both denial groups
and thé difference between the suppression and control groups approached

’ | 6 | A
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significance. This suggests that the subject is able to choose better methods for
chenging his appraiee?e when enceuraged to do so than when denial orientations
The f1nd1ng of a e1gn1f1cent treatment effect in the SeTf—report measure,
"~ but not in the physiological or behavioral measures is cansistent with numeroue
studies (e.g., Weinstein, Averill, Opton, & Lazarus, 1968) which report low cor-
relations among self-report, physiological and behavioral variables. The physio-
logical measures may have failed to reflect treatment differences because of the
brevity of the pre-slide intervals. "Short-cirzuiting of threat" studies which
have reported significant treatment effects for physiological measures typically .
utilize Tonger anticipatory intervals than the eight-second intervals used in this
study. The treatments may not have affected the behavioral measure to a statis-
tically significant degree because of the nature of the instructions used in the
precedurgl The requirement that subjects make a decision ﬁey have introduced
several sources of error (e.g., individual differences in decision-making ebiiity).
The results of the post-experimental questionnaire suggest that two of the
experimental manipulations did not have the expected influence on the subjects.
Members of the content denial and affect-denial groups apparently did not adopt
the prgposed orientations, at least not in the form in which they were presented
This has several 1mp]1eat1ens. First, these findings indicate that the rational
orientation may be more easily adopted by subjects than the other orientations.
If this interpretetion’ie corgect, it speaks well for the use of logic in alter-
ing people's threat appraisals:’ Secondly, the questionnaire results have method-
ological implications for researchers using the "short-circuiting of threat"
paradigm or any design which involves cognitive manipulations. The effectiveness
~of these manipulations must be assessed. Studies using the "short- ~circuiting
of threat" paradigm have raEer included manipulation checks. It has been as-
A sumed that because subjects were exposed to a particular orientation before the
viewing of slides ona film, they necessarily adopted that orientation during
the presentation of the stressful stimuli. Future studies should include an
assessment of the effectiveness of the cognitive manipulations.
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Table 1

Analysis Variance for the Effects
of Treatments and Trials on
Self-Reports of "Distress"
Source MS df F

Treatments (A) 67.79 4 4.03%
Trials (B) 17.94 9 25.63*%
AXB .96 36 1.37

S (A) 17.32 .60

SB (A) .70 540




Table 2

Means of Treatment Groups on -
Self-Reports of "Distress" -
Gréup o Mean
Rational T 3480
Suppression - 3580
Céntrai ) o~ 4,582
Céntent—Deniai ! 4.88?
‘ M&stigjcation ' 4,96

Note.--Groups with same superscript are not significantly different -
) (p < .07). :




Table 3
Ratings of Treatment Groups on
Post-Experimental Questicnnaire Items

Orientation from
which -item was s , o , L
derived Rational Content-Denial Mystification - Suppression Control

Content-Denial 2.23 3.54 2.3 1.77 -  1.85
Mystification -  2.23 7 - 2.5 - 2.08° 2.39
Rational 5.15+  2.15 | 2.46 3.00 -2.46

*This group was significantly different (p < .05) from other groups on this {tem. |
\




